Mormon Influences on the Waikīkī Entertainment
Scene
by Ishmael W. Stagner, II
Before we can discuss the influence of Mormon Hawaiians on the Waikīkī music
scene, we need to understand a few things about the development of Hawaiian music and
its relationship to things developing in Waikīkī. It is normally thought that the apex of
Hawaiian entertaining is being able to entertain on a steady basis in a Waikīkī showroom,
or venue. However, this has not always been the case, especially as this relates to the
Waikīkī experience. In fact, we need to go back only to the post World War II period to
see that entertaining in Waikīkī, especially on a steady basis, was both rare and limited to
a very few selected entertainers, most of whom, surprisingly, were not Hawaiian.
There were a number of reasons for this, but the main reason for the scarcity of
Hawaiian, or Polynesian entertainers in Waikīkī in any great number, goes back to the
history of Waikīkī itself. At the turn of the 20th century, Waikīkī was still mostly a
swamp, filled with taro patches, rice paddies and fish ponds. We have only to look at the
pictures of Ray Jerome Baker, the great photographer of early 20th century Honolulu, to
see that Waikīkī was, first and foremost, a bread basket area whose lowlands were the
delta areas for the run-off waters of Mānoa, Pauoa, and Pālolo streams. As such, Waikīkī
fed much of what we call East Oahu, and rivaled the food production and water-storage
capacities of better-known farming areas such as Kāne‘ohe, Kahalu‘u and Waiāhole.
However, all of this changed in the 1860’s with the building of the first road into
Waikīkī. This road interfered with the natural drainage of the taro and rice fields,
preventing them from flowing into the sea, and especially creating a powerful stench
from the accumulation of excrement from the duck ponds. (George Kanahele, “Waikīkī,”
The Queen Emma Foundation, Honolulu, HI, 1975, p.141). This ultimately led to the
building of the Ala Wai Canal in 1921 that restored drainage to Waikīkī, and, in the
process, created the unique 3 mile by 1 mile configuration that most people regard as
modern Waikīkī. However, Waikīkī today is a far cry from the Waikīkī of the early
1900’s when there was only one main road entering and exiting and there was only one
hotel, W.C. Peacock’s five story Moana Hotel, which for its first 30 years teetered
precariously on the verge of bankruptcy, and was saved only through spillover support
from the Hawaiian and the Alexander Young hotels in downtown Honolulu. In fact, with
the exception of the popularity of the royal sport of he‘e nalu, or surfing, and the building
of beach homes for Hawaii’s noble families such as King Kalakaua, Queen Lili‘uokalani,
Princess Miriam Likelike and Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalaniana‘ole, Waikīkī’s
entertainment function was extremely limited and restricted.
This, however, changed with the decision of the Matson Navigation Company to
build a new hotel on the site of a former heiau, Helumoa, and to capitalize on the
recreational offerings of Waikīkī, especially its famed summer surf break. The building
of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in 1927 created a need for entertainment to keep hotel
guests happy, most of whom were, for the most part, “stuck” in Waikīkī because of
limited roads, and ocean liners that sailed to and from Hawaii only once a week. Thus
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hotel guests at either the Royal Hawaiian, the Moana, and later the Halekūlani, found
themselves almost imprisoned in Waikīkī, albeit very lavishly imprisoned.
For the local Hawaii population, however, the hotbeds of entertainment were in
downtown Honolulu at such places as the Toyo Theater at A‘ala Park, the Liberty
Theater on Nu‘uanu Avenue, and the Roof Garden of the Alexander Young Hotel where
a beautiful young singer by the name of Napua Stevens entertained. It was not unusual
for local crowds to follow the bands of Johnny Noble, and Gigi Royce to various
Honolulu nightspots along what was known as Hotel Street, named for the Hawaiian
Hotel built by his majesty King Kamehameha V, Lot Kapuaiwa, in 1872. This hotel was
often called the “Royal” Hawaiian Hotel because of its popularity with the king, and
because it was very close, just opposite the king’s residence, where I‘olani Palace is now.
Entertainment for the Waikīkī visitors was another matter, however, as the
Waikīkī hotels basically attempted to entertain their guests with mainland or European
shows, highlighted by in-house orchestras led by musicians such as Johnny Noble and
Harry Owens. These orchestras attempted to stress mainland musical styles, or to “jazz”
up traditional Hawaiian melodies. Probably one of the best examples of this kind of
music was Johnny Noble’s changing of Prince Leleiohoku’s plaintive love song “Kāua i
ka Huahua ‘i,” into the very popular and extremely fast hula “The Hawaiian War Chant.”
Another example of a “Hawai‘i” song written for a mainland audience was Harry Owens’
birthday song to his young daughter, “Sweet Leilani.”
More importantly, however, was the reputation that Hawaii had developed as
early as Cook’s arrival in 1778, for being a place for lavish entertainment and friendly
hospitality. Much of this entertainment centered around native Hawaiian dancing and
singing which changed and transformed quickly after American and European contact.
Undoubtedly, this change was most evident in the Hawaiian hula, which changed from
being basically a male-oriented, and male-dominated martial arts exercise (Bowman,
Sally Jo. “Lua: Resurrecting the Ancient Hawaiian Fighting Art.” ALOHA Magazine
May/June 1995, pp. 32-37.) This martial art, called Lua, was doubly affected by
Kamehameha the Great’s abolition of war after his unification of Hawaii in 1806, and
later, by the opposition of the early Christian missionaries after their arrival in 1820.
These missionaries saw the hula as retaining too many remnants of the earlier traditional
Hawaiian religion, and therefore, did everything in their power to discourage its practice
and performance. Thus, by the end of the early 1860’s it was very unusual to find the
hula being performed in many public places or for many public functions. The hula for
all intents and purposes, either “went underground” or was performed far from the eyes
and ears of Calvinist Hawaii.” (Ishmael Stagner. Hula. The Institute for Polynesian
Studies, La‘ie, 1985, p.12.)
However, the hula did not completely disappear. It survived in the rural areas of
Hawaii and in those areas not strongly influenced by the Calvinist Churches. One such
place was Maui where in the early 1850’s three Hawaiian Kumu Hula, Niu-o-la‘a,
Kamawae, and Kāleohano, converted to Mormonism. Among their many contributions
to the establishment of the fledgling Mormon effort in Hawaii, was the teaching of the
hula as they had learned and remembered it. In turn, they taught what they knew to a
young boy, Samuel Pua Ha‘aheo, who later taught what he knew to a few selected
students such as Hattie Au, Kau‘i Zuttermeister, and Sally Moanikeala Wood Nalua‘i.
Both Aunty Hattie and Aunty Sally have left a cadre of hula haumāna that, for the most
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part, is the Polynesian Cultural Center legacy. Concurrent with the contributions of
Kamawa‘e, Niu-o-la‘a, and Kāleohano were the equally important gifts of the Kauai
chiefess and early LDS convert, Princess Nāhinu Kāmehaokalani. Princess Nāhinu was
the first cousin of her majesty, Queen Kāpi‘olani, the wife of King Kalākaua. As such,
she had a great influence on the Kalākaua court and is credited with suggesting that
Kalākaua’s Coronation feature Hawaiian, as well as European festivities. Thus, included
among the many Hawaiian dancers at the Kalākaua Coronation were people from the
community of Lā‘ie. In fact, it was princess Nāhinu who wrote “Ia ‘Oe e Kalā,” the
Kalākaua mele inoa, saluting his trip around the world in 1881. Again, I point out that
the entertainment centers at that time were in the outlying villages and towns of Oahu,
and in the royal chambers of downtown Honolulu, such as it was during the Kalākaua
years. (Ishmael Stagner, as found in The Hula. By Jerry Hopkins, APA Productions.
Hong Kong. 1982. pp. 146-147).
But what of Waikīkī? As was mentioned earlier, it was the decision of the
Matson Navigation Company to build the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in Waikīkī in 1927 that
was the catalyst for the changes that were to come there. At the same time, a young partHawaiian businessman, entrepreneur and cultural historian by the name of George
Mossman was attempting to promote both the struggling Hawaii visitors industry, and the
virtues of Waikīkī as a Hawaiian entertainment Mecca.
Among Uncle George’s major undertakings were the making of some of the first
Hawaiian ukuleles in 1912, with his friend Clarence Kinney, a prolific Hawaiian
musician and composer. In addition, both George Mossman and Clarence Kinney were
members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In fact, many of the English
songs in the Mormon Hawaiian hymnbook, “Na Mele O Ziona,” were translated into the
Hawaiian language by Clarence Kinney. He also composed the very popular Hawaiian
car ride song, “Holoholo Ka‘a,” although the song is credited to his good friend, another
Mormon composer and performer, Johnny Almeida.
Meanwhile, George Mossman’s Latter-day Saint credentials were even more
impressive, as he was a member of the first high council of the Oahu Stake when it was
created in 1935. He remained a member of that high council until his death in 1952. His
animated and flowery oratorical style made him a very popular sacrament meeting
speaker, and in many LDS circles he was known as “Atomic Bomb Mossman,” or the
“Hawaiian J. Golden Kimball.” When his speaking companion was his good friend,
Arthur Parker Sr., they were referred to as “thunder and lightening,” and their oratorical
styles never changed whether they were speaking to 5 or 5,000. I remember hearing
“Uncle George” speak on many occasions, and marveling at his ability to switch from
Ali‘i Hawaiian to perfectly polished English without the slightest interruption or stammer.
He was the very epitome of the courtly and professional Hawaiian Victorian man.
In 1932, he bought some property in Waikīkī, near what is now St. Augustine’s
Church, and created a tourist village, which was named, “Lalani” for his wife, Elizabeth.
Uncle George wanted to make the old Hawaiian ways attractive to the visitors by feeding,
entertaining, and educating them through daily shows, luaus and walks through his
Hawaiian Village. Keep in mind; he did these thirty years before the creation of the
Polynesian Culture Center and much of what Uncle George did then can be seen in larger
and more sophisticated ways at the PCC now. Thus, it was George Mossman who
pioneered the concept of both bringing the native Hawaiian culture to the Hawaii visitors,
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and the packaging of that culture in such a way that it was both authentic as well as
entertaining. For example, he brought out of retirement, at age 95, the renowned chanter
Kuluwaimaka Palea, who taught oli and chanting right up to his death at 104. Mossman
also brought in other chanters such as Akoni Mika, the kumu, or teacher, to Edith
Kanaka‘ole, and Joseph Ilala‘ole, who taught, among others, the great Hawaiian linguist,
historian, lexicographer, and scholar, Mary Kawena Puku‘i.
At the same time that George Mossman was promoting the Lalani Village, other
changes were impacting the Waikīkī Hawaiian music scene. The Harry Owens orchestra,
at the Royal
Hawaiian was featuring two hula dancers, Clara Inter, later to become better known as
“Hilo Hattie,” and a young comic “kolohe” dancer, Iolani Luahine (both LDS).

Iolani Luahine

(starbulletin.com)
The Johnny Noble orchestra was eventually replaced by LDS member Johnny Almeida’s
show, and then later by his son, Pua Almeida. Scattered throughout the entertainment
scene also were LDS entertainers such as Alvin Kaleolani Isaacs who was a Waikīkī and
international musical staple for more than 60 years as a singer, musician, composer,
orchestra leader, chanter, and if necessary, hula dancer. Uncle Alvin also served for
many years on the Oahu Stake High Council.
Other early LDS contributors to the pre-World War II Waikīkī Hawaiian
entertainment scene were Lena Guerrero, and Emma Paishon. Aunty Lena, for many
years was a staple of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel garden shows and luaus, and her
descendants still dance in Waikīkī and around the world. Emma Paishon was known not
only for her great musicianship, but also for her steadfast loyalty to her LDS religion,
even though in order to entertain in Waikīkī, she had to drive in from Nānākuli long
before the H-1 freeway was built. Another Waikīkī entertainer with Nānākuli ties, was
Sam Alama, who was also the Nānākuli LDS Branch President for many years.
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But certainly there can be no discussion of LDS musicians in the Waikīkī scene
without mentioning Genoa Keawe. It goes without saying that no one is so beloved or so
dominates the Hawaiian music scene today, as does Aunty Genoa. Yet, this adoration and
respect has come at a high price because in between Genoa’s Waikīkī gigs, presently at
the Hawaiian Regent Hotel and other well- known show rooms, are the thousands of
backyard luaus, and manuahi [free] performances that she has done so graciously and
generously. Coming from a large family, and being raised in Lā‘ie and Hau‘ula, her roots
to both the Hawaiian culture and the LDS are deep and strong. Additionally, she now
lives in Papakōlea, a hotbed of Hawaiian culture, ever since the Kalākaua Court dancers
were evicted from their homes in Kalihi after the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy.
Many of these dancers, and their families, resettled in Pau‘oa and Papakōlea. Later,
when those lands were incorporated into the Hawaiian Homelands, these families became
the bedrock of that community.

Genoa Keawe

(starbulletin.com)
Another influence on Waikīkī entertainment was the introduction of male-only
entertainment through the efforts of people such as Tom Hiona, who, for many years, had
the only all-male entertainment troupe in Waikīkī. He learned his chants and hula from
Lā‘ie Kumu Hula, Keaka-o-ka-Lā Kanahele and Eleanor Hiram. Waikīkī was not to see
another all-male dance troupe until the late 1950’s and early 1960’s when Alan Barcarse
and Ishmael Stagner, Church College of Hawaii (CCH) students and hula dancers, were
asked to perform in Waikīkī at the brand new International Market Place, with former
Lā‘ie Kumu Hula, Eleanor Hiram.
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Ishmael Stagner

((BYU-Hawaii Archives)
Later, when the Hiram show broke up, the International Market Place management and
Don the Beachcomber’s Restaurant and Nightclub asked Barcarse and Stagner to see if
they could get other dancers to perform with them, and to continue their Waikīkī show.
The two CCH students went to their CCH mentor, Wylie Swapp, for help, and he put a
show together featuring Lā‘ie entertainers who were mostly CCH students.
Wylie Swapp

(BYU-Hawaii Archives)
They entertained on a weekly basis for almost three years and provided the Church
College of Hawaii dancers with Waikīkī jobs which were both financially profitable.
(And physically and scholastically exhausting to the dancers!)
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One of the female dancers in the early Church College of Hawaii show was a
Tongan girl, Kalolaine Mataele. After she left CCH, she returned to Waikīkī, and
through incredibly hard work and sacrifice, she was able to become very successful,
eventually having her own show and Waikīkī showroom. She now serves on the PCC
Board of Directors, and is a Hawai‘i Temple worker. Alan Barcarse taught for the
Hawaii DOE for years, and formed a hula troupe that entertained worldwide. He served a
mission to Japan and has served in several ward bishoprics. He still entertains in Waikīkī
as the Entertainment Director for the Star of Honolulu. Ishmael Stagner taught on the
mainland and in Hawaii, at both The Church College of Hawaii and its successor
Brigham Young University – Hawaii Campus, for many years, and presently writes and
lectures on things Hawaiian. He has been a bishop, high councilman, temple worker, and
Sunday school teacher.
Other LDS headliners in Waikīkī included singer Jimmy Moikeha, who first made
the song, “Behold Lāi‘e,” famous, and Al “The South Pacific Man” Harrington. Jimmy
Moikeha’s family came from Maui and his Waikīkī show was very popular for many
years. His cousin, Eddie Kekaula, who returned to Hawaii on the famous raft built by
DeVere Baker, Lehi IV, in 1959, also headed the entertainment at the King’s village for
many years.

Al Harrington

Al Harrington can still be seen in various movies that he makes periodically, both here in
Hawaii and on the mainland. Jimmy Moikeha is presently the Director of LDS
Employment Services, and is an active member of the ‘Auwaiolimu Ward, where he was
formerly a bishop.
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Eddie Kekaula

Jimmy Moikeha

Thus, it is not too much of a stretch to see that the LDS influence on the Waikīkī
entertainment scene has been early, long lasting, and deep. Indeed, if anything, there are
probably more LDS people entertaining in Waikīkī now than there were in the prestatehood days when there were only five hotels in Waikīkī, and only two true nightclubs,
the “South Seas” and “La Hula Rhumba”, both of which I remember with nostalgia and
fondness.
Also, it should be noted, before I close, of the absolutely tremendous, but mostly
unheralded and unknown contributions of Tau Moe and his family (wife; Rose (Ka’ohu),
son; Lani, and daughter, Dorian) to the Waikīkī entertainment world in general and more
specifically to the creation of the integrated Las Vegas/Waikīkī lounge show.
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Tau Moe at home with wife, Rose and daughter, Dorian

(starbulletin.com)
Tau Moe, at the present time is, at age 96, the world’s oldest living steel guitar player.
Even more importantly, he is the only representative of that first generation of steel guitar
performers such as Joseph Kekuku, the inventor of the steel guitar, and Pale Lua one of
the first players, both of whom lived in Lai‘e with young Tau. Tau spent more than sixty
years criss-crossing the world many times over, performing not only Polynesian numbers,
but creating shows that also used ballet, jazz, gymnastics and popular tunes as well. He
and his family performed with such international headliners as the immortals Josephine
Baker, Vikki Carr and Maurice Chevalier, and before audiences including Mohandas
Ghandi, Adolph Hitler, Hermann Goerring, Aristotle Onassis, Maria Callas, and their
Serene Majesties, Prince Ranier and Princess Grace, of Monaco. Thus, much of what is
seen for example, in continental presentations such as “The Society of Seven,” and other
Las Vegas-type lounge shows, were pioneered by the Moe family at the Folies Bergere,
the Moulin Rouge, the Casino at Monte Carlo, and in the Post-World War II Las Vegas
casino showrooms.
Thus when we take a look at the Waikīkī entertainment scene today, we need to
honor those who first envisioned, created, preserved, and expanded its role as an island
entertainment “mecca” and center. Indeed much of what now constitutes West Beach
Oahu, Paradise Cove, Ka‘anapali and the Maui Gold Coast entertainment scene, had its
beginnings in the Honolulu music and dance offerings of the 1850’s; the Waikīkī
performers and performances of the Pre-World War II era, and the development of the
Polynesian Culture Center in post-statehood Hawaii.
And we must not forget Niu-o-La’a, Nāhinu, Kamawa‘e, and Kāleohano who
would not let their native Hawaiian culture die or be lost. Mahalo also to Luika Pele
Kaio, Keaka-o-ka Lā Kanahele, Pua Ha‘aheo, Aunty Genoa Keawe, Uncle Alvin Isaacs,
Bill Lincoln, Alfred Apaka Jr. and Sr., Andy Cummings, Johnny Almeida, Sally
Moanikeala Wood Nalua‘i, I‘olani Luahine, Mary Kawena Puku‘i, Edith Kanaka‘ole,
Napua Stevens, Emma Paishon, Lena Guerrero, Alice Nāmakelua, Pauline Kekahuna,
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Ray Kinney, Sam Alama, Tom Hiona, Jimmy Moikeha, Wylie Swapp, and especially to
Clarence Kinney, and Uncle George and Aunty Elizabeth Lalani Mossman.
“Ina ua like i‘ini o ka po‘e Hawai‘i me kou i‘ini, e mau ana no kā lahui”
“If we, the Hawaiians, had wishes such as yours, then we would never perish as a
people.” Mahalo.
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